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During the unprecedented time of the COVID-19 pandemic, students across the world are facing mental
health impacts. This project aims to explore the challenges specifically of high school students during
this time through the use of journalism.
Using research from accredited sources and numerous interviews, this is the story of high school
students and how they are coping with the COVID-19 pandemic. The main subject was interviewed on a
weekly basis, and additional interviews were conducted to solidify information. Major findings include:
the relationship between structure and anxiety, challenges of e-learning and social distancing’s impact
on loneliness.
The work relies on the principles of journalism. It tells the story of students during this moment in
history — a story that might not otherwise have been told.
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On Friday, March 13, Emily Zwijack woke up at 6:15 a.m. She brushed her teeth, got dressed and
went to school. She arrived at Argo Community High School at 7:15 a.m., early for the 8 a.m. start.
She did not know as she walked through the doors that it was the last time she would do so as a
student. She did not know as she passed her friends in the halls that it was the last time she would see
them as peers. She did not know as she sat down to play her violin in her seventh period orchestra class
that it was the last time she would play with that group.
As the announcement came through that the school would be transitioning to e-learning as a
result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the room that was previously filled with a chorus of music went silent.
Surrounded by underclassmen, the reality that her senior year was over hit Zwijack.
“I didn’t know my last day of school was my last day of school,” she said as her eyes drifted
toward the floor. “It all happened so fast, and the only choice I have is to keep going.”
Zwijack is not the only student faced with the challenge of coping with the abrupt ending to her
senior year. As COVID-19 sweeps the nation, an estimated 90% of the world’s student population has
been impacted by school closures, according to the United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural
Organization. In Illinois, no student will return to school this academic year, as mandated April 17 by
Gov. JB Pritzker, and the impact is being felt.
An impact felt by many
“This is the life I’ve always dreamed of — minus the whole virus thing,” Raychelle Freddette, of
Goshen College, said.
“The thing that’s having the most impact on me is not being able to say goodbye to so many
people I may not see again like my favorite teacher or my friends or the academy that’s had an impact

on me,” Austin Giesey, of South Elgin High School, said. “To me, prom and graduation and the senior
boat trip and grad night all feel like one big goodbye, but now we can’t have that, and that hurts.”
“It’s bittersweet; I want to see my friends and teachers,” Morgan Serafino, of Argo High School,
said.
“When I first heard COVID was going to shut down school, I got excited honestly, but then I
realized everything I was going to miss out on,” Travis Beer, of Streamwood High School, said. “It’s sad
seeing my last year go to waste.”
“Senior year is supposed to be the year people never forget but we are not remembering our
accomplishments; instead, we’re remembering 2020 as one of our country’s hardest times,” Jasmine
Lopez, of Argo High School, said.
“As someone who went to community college first, I can’t help but feel robbed of more than
half of my four-year college experience, and it was by far the better half,” Brandon Willis, of the
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, said. “Because we’re not going back, [my friends and I] know
we won’t see each other again unless we make an effort, which I feel more likely to make since there
was never closure — perhaps that’s a silver lining.”
“Having begun to make great relationships with my teachers, it’s unfortunate that this pandemic
is happening now,” Dylan Strzechowski, of Bolingbrook High School, said.
“It just feels like I’m missing out on something,” Aleah Vega, of Argo High School, said.
“The celebration that was supposed to signal my transition to adulthood is gone,” Al Jenkins, of
Argo High School, said. “My high school experience is being left incomplete. It feels like I was running at
full speed toward a finish line I won’t ever get to see, and there’s a whole chapter of my life left void.”
A lack of structure and increased anxiety

Since the pandemic has begun sweeping the US, the Kaiser Family Foundation, the World Health
Organization, Mental Health America and the American Phycological Association have all released data
supporting an increase in anxiety. These organizations say heightened anxiety, uncertainty, loneliness
and depression are becoming more common as the pandemic wears on, and some report that teenagers
and young adults are at higher risk of suffering negative mental health impacts.
Mental Health America reports that 1 in 5 people in the US already had mental health conditions
prior to the pandemic, and 1 in 2 are at risk of developing such conditions. It defines anxiety as
increased uncertainty in one’s sense of wellbeing and reports a 19% increase in screening for clinical
anxiety in the first weeks of February when most Americans felt the pandemic was becoming “closer to
home.”
For high school students, the abrupt disruption to their schedules can have a profound impact
on that sense of wellbeing.
“A lack of structure for these students is definitely going to create a sense of anxiety,” Allison
Bean, a social worker at Argo Community High School, said. “Kids often thrive on a schedule because it
gives them a sense of predictability, safety and accomplishment, and it’s incumbent on them to create
that for themselves now.”
Bean has been a social worker at Argo for 12 years and sees between 30 and 60 students during
a normal school week. She said all students are likely experiencing some level of anxiety and increased
stress right now, and students with pre-existing mental health conditions will see those things
intensified by the current situation. Parents should be aware of their child’s grooming habits, if they
can’t or won’t get out of bed or aren't completing their e-learning assignments.

For many students, school provides mental health resources that can’t be accessed at home,
Bean said. Some of these include resources students may not be aware of such as their ability to
socialize and remain on a schedule.
In her life before the pandemic, Zwijack, for example, had structure. She was busy with school
five days a week, violin practices during the week and weekends, studying for AP classes and applying to
colleges.
Suddenly, that was uprooted. There were no more physical demands, and things that were once
part of her routine could no longer be done.
With a lack of schedule, Zwijack felt unmotivated. It became easy to sleep in, scroll on social
media and obsess over the news. Practicing her violin became difficult despite her passion for it.
“It’s so hard to focus on the music and forget about what’s going on even just for a short time,”
she said.

Emily Zwijack’s Daily Routine

Zwijack realized on her own that she
needed some sort of routine to help keep her

•

Wake up at 7 a.m.

attitude positive during the pandemic. She began

•

Do online learning assignments

setting her alarm again, pacing her days with e-

•

10-minute workout

learning, violin practices, books and regular outdoor

•

Eat and get dressed

activities.

•

Three to four hours of violin practice

•

Online violin lesson or bike ride

•

Social media time

•

Read, shower and sleep

The challenges of e-learning
As it became clear the pandemic would not
be ending any time soon, some of the things in
Zwijack’s normal schedule made their way back into

her life. E-learning allowed for a sense of schooling to return, and some of her regular violin lessons
transitioned to the video-platform, Zoom. While e-learning poses its own challenges and requires less
attention and time, she said it gives her something to focus on.
For each student e-learning is a different experience. Bean said some may find it easier than
attending class, while others may find it more difficult. For classes that rely on being together, there is
the challenge of transitioning to technology. Students in special education courses face the challenge of
a lack of resources, and students in accelerated classes may face a lack of difficulty, which could result in
depleted motivation levels.
For Argo senior Kimberly Vinci, e-learning is just not compatible with her learning style. Vinci
said she is a visual learner, often relying on being in the same room as the teacher and being able to
interact in person.
“We’ve been doing it for five weeks now and I’ve gotten the hang of it, but I still don’t like it,”
Vinci said. “When I have a question, I have to ask it via email, and things mostly feel like busy work
because we can’t learn the same way now.”
Zwijack feels a similar struggle in adapting to her music classes being held online. Having to send
in assignments has helped her find the motivation and focus to practice again, but she’s lost the
opportunity to play music with others. She said she is still able to use the music as an outlet, but she
feels she is losing perspective on what the experience of playing in a group is like.
The experience just isn’t the same despite being able to record herself playing assignments and
submit those recordings to her orchestra teacher, Megan Fitzgerald.

“We were talking to the kids early about what e-learning might be like,” Fitzgerald said. “In
some ways we have it easier than other classes because there aren’t big tests, but what we do in class
can’t be done online. Music is about community and doing it together, and we’re not able to do that.”
Social distancing and loneliness
Part of the reason the pandemic is affecting some people’s mental health is that it is causing
situations linked with poor mental health, such as the removal of a high school student’s schedule. Some
organizations, like KFF and APA, are using previous research to explain and predict the increases in
anxiety and loneliness that are being seen.
Social distancing is of particular interest to such organizations as prior research tells them that
isolation is linked with loneliness and depression. Many state governors have announced stay-at-home
orders intended to help the practice of social distancing, effectively increasing isolation. Social distancing
efforts have been put in place at various times in different states, with some states having yet to see
them. The efforts by lawmakers to enforce social distancing come with hopes of flattening the curve or
slowing the spread of COVID-19.
Illinoisans have been under stay-at-home orders since March 21 and will be until at least May
30. That is a total of 71 days in at-home isolation.
In a study done by KFF, 47% of people practicing shelter-in-place have reported negative mental
health effects. Adolescents and young adults may experience more profound impacts because they are
already at risk of depression and suicidal ideation, according to KFF.
“The worst part is not being able to see people,” Zwijack said. “My friends keep me calm, and I
feel like once I do see people again, we’re all going to be totally different. I miss being physically with
people.”

Zwijack is at home with her parents, while her brother is away at Carroll College. She said the
three of them try to spend some time together each day while also respecting each person’s private
time. While she is not completely alone, she said it is difficult only seeing the same two people every
day. Friends and other adults whom she looked up to are no longer physically available.
Vinci said she is struggling with the same thing, despite having both her parents and her younger
sister around. A member of cheer since a young age, she said she misses going to the gym to practice
with her friends.
“I feel like I just cry a lot,” Vinci said. “I’m getting used to it, but it’s hard to understand. I just
haven’t seen anybody […] and that really stresses me out.”
While technology can be beneficial in helping students feel slightly more connected, there are
still drawbacks, Bean said. For example, students miss out on the ability to interpret body language or be
physically close to others while on the phone or video chatting. It also takes more effort for students to
stay connected when they have to schedule times to talk with peers rather than seeing them daily in the
halls.
The ability to socialize is important, Bean said, and it is unnatural to not need physicality. She
said physicality maintains a sense of belonging, warmth and empathy, and students need socialemotional support.
“When you take [physical interaction] away, you miss out on human connection and […] without
that people get sad, depressed and lonely,” Bean said. “I’m personally sad for so many seniors who
[won’t] physically hit those milestones and whose sense of accomplishment is just not going to be
there.”
An uncertain future

For many students, walking across the stage to receive a diploma is where their sense of
accomplishment in completing high school comes from. It allows them to close the chapter on their life
with a physical bookend, so to speak, Bean said. The applause of their families filling the air as they
move toward new things in life, graduation serves as a ritual that signifies a transition.
“A lot of people need closure, and graduation ends a chapter,” Zwijack said. “Now, I have to
mentally prepare for college with my own closure, not having high school ever end even though in some
ways it feels like it already did.”
Other traditions such as prom, grad night and the senior banquet also provide this closure, but
for the class of 2020 none of those things will be experienced. So, where does that leave them?
Zwijack had already bought a dress for her senior banquet, an emerald green one her eyes light
up when talking about. Though her voice is filled with sadness as she talks about the missed
opportunity, she and her mother still found a way to memorialize the night by doing an at-home photo
shoot with her in her dress.
“I did my hair and make-up like I was going to the banquet, and even though it was different, we
just had fun,” she said. “I didn’t worry about what I was missing, and we made a new memory instead.”
While Argo has said it will try to reschedule rather than cancel the graduation ceremony, Vinci
and Zwijack said they are having doubts. Having already suffered the blow of losing out on their senior
banquet and prom nights, they’re anticipating more disappointment because of the pandemic.
“We can’t just tell them ‘well just be happy,’ because they want [the ceremonies], and they
deserve them,” Bean said. “I don’t really think there’s anything they can do to make up for those losses
though. Eventually, they’ll recover, but they won’t forget.”

Missing out on graduation aside, it’s hard to plan for the next stage in life during a pandemic.
Vinci, for example, never got to visit the campuses of her top two schools, Lewis University and Western
Illinois University. Ultimately, she chose Lewis without ever having been to its campus or physically
speaking with anyone from the college.
Both girls have questions about the state of their futures, as they speak hopefully but cautiously
about the possibility of living in dorms and attending classes. They don’t have answers as to whether
school will be back in session by August, thrusting their current uncertainties into their futures. Learning
to live with that uncertainty, however, will benefit their futures regardless of how things go, Bean said.
“There is no crystal ball,” she said. “Kids look to adults […] but adults don’t know either, and the
best thing parents can do is be honest with their kids and help them embrace the unknown. Sometimes,
you just don’t know and have to let go of control.”

